M
inorities and other marginalized groups have not always enjoyed the best relationship with science. In the 1930s, researchers from the US government started a series of experiments that recruited hundreds of African American men infected with syphilis, then left their disease untreated to study its natural progression. (The government did, however, provide free burial insurance.) More recently, American Indians from the Havasupai tribe sued Arizona State University in Tempe over claims that geneticists had collected and analysed blood samples from tribe members without obtaining proper consent. The two parties settled that suit last year. Indigenous peoples in other countries such as Australia also have historical reasons to be suspicious of mainstream scientists. measure every possible variable.
One way to avoid this kind of scientific paralysis is to follow new cohorts every ten years or so. Questions not asked of one group can then be held over for the next. The need to initiate cohort studies is particularly pressing at the moment, with the deep budget cuts taking place in the United Kingdom and elsewhere threatening to increase financial, health and educational inequalities. How, except by following those born during and immediately after the financial storm, can society learn about the longterm social impacts of these changes over a lifetime? Such questions are particularly urgent in the United States, and much will be learned from the National Children's Study, but it ought to articulate a clear, science-based vision and prove that it can provide value for money. Does the study need the dozens of data-collection centres that it has scattered across the country, or can it be streamlined? Such questions must be carefully considered by politicians and scientists vying for a piece of the action.
In return, those who run cohorts must share their rich data with suitable collaborators -while adhering to appropriate confidentiality standards -and ensure that results are disseminated widely, particularly to policy-makers. Lifestyles and science are both more complex in 2011, but studies of today's children are just as valuable as studies of those born in 1946. Happy birthday to the Douglas babies -and here's to the next generation. 
